Mapping a Singing Call 

Calvin Campbell 

Singing calls are designed for the caller to “sing” the “calls”. This means replacing the original 
lyrics of the song with square dance commands. In a well designed “singing call”, the words of 
the original lyrics are mixed in with the square dance commands until the dancers can hardly 
tell the difference between the original lyrics and the mixture of the two. 

Most square dance commands can be spoken or sung in 1-2 beats of music. Often other 
words are added as filler to assist both the caller and the dancers. For example, Circle Left 
from a Static Square implies that all eight dancers will be involved in a Circle of Eight. Callers 
will often say, “Join Hands Circle Left” or “Join all hands and Circle Left”. “Circle Left” can be 
spoken in 2 beats of music. “Join Hands Circle Left” is usually sung in 4 beats of music. 

In addition to singing the original words in time to the beat of the music, in singing calls, the 
caller can “sing” the square dance commands to the melody of the song. Sometimes it’s a 
mixture of some commands spoken and some words sung. 

Where to “sing” each command is important. The dancers need to move smoothly. This 
means they need to hear the commands in advance of the requested action. If they are to 
dance the routine smoothy, they must either already know the dance routine or the caller has to 
provide instructions far enough ahead of the action that the dancers can respond without 
hurrying. 

To accomplish the above, I recommend that new callers build a “map” of the what dancers will 
be doing. This traditionally has been done on paper that is blocked out with eight beats of 
music on each line of the paper. I’ve shown how this can be done with a spread sheet and 
colored in the beats of music with fill colors. 

I start by assigning a fill color for each square dance command. This way, you can see when 
the dancers start and complete each action in relation to the music being played. 


A typical OBC for a singing call 


Circle Left 

16 

SS 

Allemande Left Corner 

6 


Partner DoSaDo 

6 


Allemande Left Corner 

6 


Weave the Ring 

10 


Partner DoSaDo 

6 

Square is half rotated 

Swing Partner 

8 


Promenade Half to Home 

8 



66 







The table below shows, in fill colors, what the dancers will be dancing and the words the caller 
will be expecting them to hear and remember when they need to execute the next command. 



The above calls and timing of the words to the call have been used for many singing calls in 
the past. The length of the Intro of the song was normally 8 beats of music. The square dance 
commands are overlaid over the action the dancers are currently dancing. This is the point 
where the callers says the next call. 

In the above table, the song is organized in 8 beat phrases with one cell used for each of the 
eight beats of music in the phrase. The are 8 phrases in a 64 beat song. The phrases are 
numbered down the right hand side of the table. 

The caller should prompt the dance to Circle Left during the Intro and then sing the opening 
lyrics of the song. In most published singing calls, the cue sheet normally shows the caller 
singing the first 16 beats of the song and then gives the next square dance command 
(Allemande Left) on the opening beat of Phrase 3 of the melody. A better way to start the 
directions would be to say Allemande Left on the last two beats of Phrase 2 as shown above 
in grey and then repeat the Allemande Left as part of the song. 

The DoSaDo your Partner (mostly in light green is said while the dancers are doing the 
Allemande Left). Then each of the other square commands are sung at the appropriate point 
in the song. 

Notice that dancers are told to Weave the Ring well before they have finished dancing the 
second Allemand Left (shown in light blue). This was done because the metering of the 
original words to the song often ended the melody with no words of the song being sung 

















during the last three beats of the phrase. In some singing call the Weave the Ring command 
can be moved closer to start of the following action. 

Weave the Ring takes 10 steps (shown in dark gray in Phrases 5 & 6). The caller had the 
option of either singing more words from the original lyrics or filling in words that were 
associated with the Weave the Ring action. An example would be to sing, “In and out 

around you go. Meet your Partner DoSaDo.” 

Filler words in addition to the square dance commands were used to replace the words in the 
original lyrics. Most of the time, these fillers words rhymed. 

Using a Opener/Break/Closer (OBC) like this one gave the caller the opportunity to sing as 
much as 32 beats of the original lyrics of the song. That made the dance more enjoyable for 
the dancers. If the caller was also good at using rhyming filler words, the whole song sounded 
much like the original lyrics. 

There are dozens of examples of OBCs in Vic Cedar’s Record database (https:// 
www.ceder.net/recorddb/) . Most of them include rhyming filler words. The timing on most of 
them is either correct or can easily be fixed. Just be careful to test them out before using them 

My advice is to select about dozen OBCs that appeal to you and figure out which of your 
singing calls they fit. When you find a OBC that seems to work and practice them, you will find 
that the filler rhyming patter will help you remember the sequence of ‘calls’ that you use. They 
will become like the poems we all learned as children and can still repeat. 

Over time, you will develop about two dozen OBCs that will fit most of the singing calls that 
you buy. You will be able to quickly adapt these OBCs to provide variety. The real gain will be 
that you will become a much more entertaining singing caller. 

The same process will also work for singing call figures. However, learning a different dance 
routine for each time through the song will take a lot of work if it’s done right. Consider either 
using the same “figure” four times or use only two “figures”. If you do that, then the dancers 
will know what to expect and will dance more smoothly. 



